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Of all the folk plays of Orissa, Prahlad Natak prevalent in the district 
of Ganjam is perhaps the most elaborate, ornate and colourful. The district 
of Ganjam, the home land of the folk-play had eighteen feudatory chiefs 
and all of them were called Rajas who were holding their own territories, 
but without the ruling status. Virtually they were big zamindars. Though 
economically not so affluent, these Rajas were once the great patrons of 
Oriya art and culture. In this respect they vied with each other. Prahlad 
Natak was first conceived by such a Raja, Sri Ramakrishna Chhotray, the 
then Oriya ruler of Jalantar, a zamindary now annexed to the Srikakulam 
district of Andhra Pradesh. He ruled over his territory from 1857 to 1905 
A.D. But, it is reported that his Estate was sold to the Raja of Vijayanagaram 
by the then British Government as the former could not pay the arreat 
Peishcush. 


Though the authorship of the play is ascribed to the Raja it was 
actually written by one Sri Gopinath Parichha, a well-known poet and 
playwright of his time. Sri Parichha belonged to Parlakhemundi (Ex-feuda- 
tory state adjoining Jalantar) and flourished in the court of the Raja Rama- 
krishna Chhotray of Jalantar by whose name he dedicated his play as a 
mark of gratitude to his patron. Since then, the authorship was attributed 
and propagated in favour of the Raja. As the play became a success with 
its elaborate colourful costume, it attracted the attention of the neighbour- 
ing Rajas. Following suit, three more plays of Prahlad Natak were written 
by Raja Kishore Chandra Harichandan Jagadeb of Surangi, Raja Pad- 
manava Deo of Parlakhemundi and Raja Ramchandra Sur Deo of Tarala. 
Most probably, all these plays were also got written by other playwrights 
on the model of the first. Though the latter writings were published, the 
first original work did not see the press for obvious reasons. Only recently 
it has been publislted by the publication wing of the Cultural Affairs Depart 
ment, Govt. of Orissa. The manuscript preserved in the Madras Oriental 
Manuscript Library was collected in the year 1938. 


Prahlad Natak is not a classical drama in its real sense. The whole 
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text is a continuous long piece and has no scene divisions or acts. This is 
more or less in the form of a Suanga with plethora cf songs for the characters 
to sing. It has twenty male characters and five females besides Gahaka, 
the Chief singer or interpreter. 


Throughout the play the Gahaka or Gayaka acts as a interpreter of 
the play. He has specific songs and dialogues. He sings in praise of the Gods 
and Goddesses, describes events which are not shown on the stage and 
gives prior references to the events. His dialogue in sanskritised Oriya 
describe situations and moods of the characters as a prelude to their song- 
conversations. The Gahaka, thus lays the scene, describes background infor- 
mation which the characters in the plot cannot convey in action, speaks 
their thought alound, and interprets moods. He keeps the denser sections 
of expository poetry as his own, leaving conversation to the actual perfor- 


mances. 


Prahlad Natak is essentially poetic. It has one hundred and twenty 
songs for the characters to sing. Ragas and talas have been prescribed for 
all the songs. In the beginning, after the prayer is over the Gahaka tell» the 
audience that he is going to present the play with songs and appeals to the 
learned people to forgive him for any inadvertent mistake if committed 
during the performance. He tells the story in nut-shell to the audience. 
Though the play is a long continued piece the Gahaka and the musicians 
rest or break for a while whenever they desire, but it always happens after 
a sequence. Sometimes the delay in the green-room keeps them waiting. 


As far as the language of the play is concerned it is both sanskritised 
and colloquial Oriya, the latter being meant for characters of low origin. 
The play has made a compromise between the ancient classical theatre 
and the prevalent folk theatre. Most of the long, narrative and ennumerative 
dialogues composed of bombastic word conjuctions are meant for the 
Gahaka and Dwari (the sentry and the jester). The explanatory pieces are 
of simple Oriya with short sentences. Persian and Telugu words along with 
the local dialects have found place in the prose dialogues. Some of the songs 
have also been cast in the form of conversing dialogues in which while one 
stanza is sung by a character the next is sung by another in reply. The 


refrains are always repeated by the chorus singers. 


The presentation of Prahlad Natak is peculiar. In an open ground 
a four or five tier wooden stage is erected at the rear of the performing area 
With a small platform of four feet by three feet on the top. There, a chair 
is placed to serve as a throne. The whole structure is flexible. It is easily 
dismantled after the performance and carried on the bullock carts. Tn front 
Of the tier-stage, an area of twenty feet by fifteen feet is marked with a thin 
Coir-rope running the square space to indicate the acting area. The audience 
sit on three sides. On the left side of the stage Gahaka, the chorus singers 
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and the musicians take their place. They sit or stand as the situations 
demand. Gini (small brass cymbals) and Mardala (Pakhawa)j) are the main 
instruments. But now-a-days Harmonium, violin and other foreign instru- 
ments are also being used. A little space between the musicians and the 
tier-stage is left for the entrance and exit of the actors. The green-room 
or Saja Ghara always remains in front of the stage at a back space. 


Music predominates the whole play and therefore it can be rightly 
said a musical opera. But although music is prominent the song-dialogues 
are linked with prose dialogues. All these dialogues whether poetic or 
prosaic are set and written. The individual players have no freedom to ad 
lib. Thus, the verses or poetic dialogues are sung in traditional tunes and 
this determines the style to be essetially musical. Mime and stylised gestures 
underline both song and dialogues. 


The Orchestra, composed of three members, sit on the stage and. open 
the performance with Ganesh Vandana. The insturments providing the 
accompaniment throughout the play are harmonium, Gini and Mardala 
(Pakhawaj of local variety). Each sequence opens with a loud play of the 
orchestra. The rhythms on the Mardala break out in varied patterns after 
each line is sung, in the manner of a dramatic punctuation and the performer 
dances to the beats. On the completion of each such interlude the song is 
taken up again. 


Excepting few, all other characters dance. The dance of Hiranyaka- 
shipu and his vigorous movements are all set to various types of uncanny 
rhythms produced in Mardala. This is the most difficult and vital role 
usually played by a man of strength. There are professional players to play 
the role whose services are hired by different groups. Though Nrusinha 
appears only in one scene he wears an elaborate mask of a lion and is usually 
tied in a rope at the waist which is held by a group of persons. People say, 
this has been the custom since an actor rose to the mood and really killed 
a man playing the role of Hiranyakashpiu. The rope is tied to restrain him 
if perchance he gets in the real mood of wrath and vengeance. 


Costume and Make-up 


Costume and make-up in this form of drama is most elaborate and 
colourful. It is very similar to that of Kathakali of Kerala. Hiranyakashipu - 
wears a colourful skirt, a full sleeve tight jacket over which artificial orna- 
ments are worn. His face is painted bright in red and he wears long brown 
beard: Peculiarly the moustache rolled with zari like a rope runs below the 
nostrils whose ends are tied behind the ear zone. He wears a big crown. 
His ministers, counsels, sentry (Dwari) etc.. wear churidar pyjama, Jong 
full-sleeve robes (choga) and turbans resembling the costume of the muslim-- 
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wazirs. This muslim influence is more explict when we come across persian 
words in the dialogues of the characters. 


The role of Prahlad is usually played by a small boy between nine to 
twelve years of age. He also wears a skirt and a full-sleeve jacket with 
artificial ornaments over them. The female characters wear Sari and blouse. 
The Rakshasas wear masks. 


The characters 
Male Female 


Bighneswar Diti (Hiranya’s Mother) 
Brahma Leelavati (Hiranya’s Queen) 
Indra Bhu Devi (Mother Earth) 
Narada Dasi-Maid Servant 
Hiranyakashipu Dhai-Nurse 

Mantri 

Sukracharya 

Chandamarka (son of Sukracharya) 

Prahlad 

Rishi 

Gahaka 

Sutradhara 

Charagana 

Dwari (Sentry) 

Asuras (Demons) 

Balaka 

Gajakarna 

Mahunta 

Sapua (Snake Charmer) 

Kapta (Demon) 


It was perhaps the popularity of ‘Nrusinha Puarana’ that inspired 
the play on the model of the prevailing Suanga and Leela. It also took notice 
of the Sanskrit drama and incorporated some elements. One Natabara 
Bhramarbara also wrote ‘Nrusinha Rasa’ which was also being performed. 
There are also plays in Suanga and Yatra the theme of which is the story 
of Hiranyakashipu, the demon king and Narasinha. Prahlad Natak is also 
Called ‘Raja Natak’ as it was mostly patronised by the Rajas. As the play 
is fully musical it is also called ‘Sangeeta Prahlad Natak’. 


Though it adopted the Suanga style attempt was also made to ania 
it more punditic by incorporating elements of Sanskrit Drama. The play 
has forty two sanskrit slokas collected from different texts and put in — 
Priate places. There are eleven verses in Sanskritised Oriya and one hundre 
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and twenty six songs of traditional style. The playwright has prescribed 
thirty five Ragas and six talas for singing of the songs. 


After the initial prayers are sung Sutradhara enters and being asked 
by the Gahaka enumerates in a long dialogue the technical terms of classical 
music, talas, dance-forms, mudras, musical instruments, varieties of Nayaka 
Nayikas, Rasas etc. quoting four different texts, in pursuance of which the 
play is to be accomplished. This is the only scene in which Sutradhara 
appears to introduce the play. 


Humour in the drama is provided by dwari. His functions are clownish. 
But he has long speeches of praise to the king Hiranyakashipu. He hails 
the arrival and departure of the king. While dancing vigorously he shouts 
‘khabardar’ (be careful) taking pauses very often and it marks a prelude 
to entry which is always ceremonial. Sometimes, Hiranyakashipu enters 
on a dummy elephant with great pomp and clever display of fire works. 


In olden days to make the events appear more natural live animals 
were employed. The Hiranyakashipu was entering ona real elephant. The 
elephant was again used in the sequence where Prahlad was to be trampled 
to death. Live cobras were also used in the snake charmers sequence where 
attempt is made by Hiranyakashipu to get his son killed by snake-bite. 


The whole episode of ‘Bhakta Prahlad’ gets enacted through this 
play that lingers from four to five hours. Deeply religious in import this 
traditional play is a mixed variety of dramatic entertainment with music, 
song-dialogue, prose-dialogue, verse and prose narrative, mime and dance 
to form a unique tradition of folk-drama. 


